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Balancing Tourism and Religious Experience:
Understanding Devotees’ Perspectives on
Thaipusam in Batu Caves, Selangor, Malaysia
AZILAH KASIM
Department of Tourism and Hospitality, Social Sciences Division, College of Arts and
Sciences, Universiti Utara Malaysia, Sintok, Kedah, Malaysia
Among the many personas of cultural heritage offered to global
tourism, religious or faith-based tourism is perhaps the least promi-
nent. However, this often-ignored component of tourism resources
is turning into a booming business, as can be seen in the case
of Mecca and Jerusalem. In essence, religious tourism is a good
example of pro-poor tourism because it can generate good tourism
income, develop the local economy, and bring about other possi-
ble benefits such as employment and local access to outside goods
and services. However, the excitement of making profit from reli-
gious tourism should not be allowed to overshadow its traditional
role of promoting spiritual healing and piety. This article argues
that understanding the significance of a religious event amongst
its followers will preserve the real purpose of religious travel and
tourism and provide insights of a balanced management approach
of a religious tourism destination. Using Malaysia as a study con-
text, the article highlights qualitative findings from an open-ended
questions survey on Hindu parents of University Utara Malaysia
students. The findings highlight the meaning and importance of
Thaipusam amongst the devotees, the balance of tourism and reli-
gious activities while at the sacred site as well as issues, concerns
and improvements required to increase their quality of experience
in Batu Caves. The article ends with a discussion on the impli-
cations of the findings on the management of a religious tourism
destination.
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INTRODUCTION
Malaysia has long regarded tourism as its second biggest source of for-
eign exchange earner. Driven by government policy towards accelerating
the domestic private sector and stimulating the services to lead economic
growth, many cultural, natural and man made resources have been devel-
oped or managed partly or solely for tourism. After the economic downturn
in 1999 up until 2001, which affected tourism tremendously, the Malaysian
economy has since turned around to provide positive consistent growth in
gross domestic product from 2002 onwards. There was a healthy growth
of disposable income, thereby stimulating domestic travel. The strong Asia
Pacific economic recovery of neighboring countries also helped contribute
to the Malaysian tourism growth, with the increase of regional travel from
selected countries within the South East Asian Region. With the country’s
vast array of tourism options, coupled by positive government encourage-
ment, Malaysia has managed to position itself as a destination that “has it
all” through the Malaysia Truly Asia campaign. This is set to continue against
the backdrop of a booming Asia Pacific tourist industry.
Religious Tourism
Mankind has an innate desire to observe and seek understanding of the
different cultures that exist in the world. These desires to observe and under-
stand different ways of life, traditions, values, and belief systems constitute
the very platform of tourism. For domestic tourists, cultural heritage can stim-
ulate a greater understanding in the local history, which may transcend into
the feeling of pride and patriotism. For international tourists, this tourism
resource can nurture a sense of respect and understanding of other cul-
tures. However, presenting culture as a tourism asset may, in due time, lead
to commodification of culture which, as theorized by George (2004), may
impede a community’s effort to achieve sustainability by unbalancing other
critical community capital assets. In fact, he contends that tourism develop-
ment runs the risk of invoking a metamorphosis of community, whereas the
“old” traditional community culture eventually dies and is replaced with the
birth of a “new” culture. It is argued here that such transformation should be
mitigated if not prevented, especially when dealing with religious tourism.
Understanding and addressing devotees interests and concerns can help





































Balancing Tourism and Religious Experience 443
Amongst the many personas of cultural heritage offered to the global
market, religious or faith-based tourism is perhaps the least prominent.
Religious or faith-based tourism refers to travel to a specific location or
destination, during a specified time of the year, to either observe or partici-
pate in some religious rituals according to ones belief. To the mass tourists,
religious based tourism resources are often included as add-ons or side trips.
For example, a tourist in Istanbul may visit the Blue Mosque and observe
the praying of Moslems, as part of their overall visit to other attractions such
as the Hiya Sofea, the Spice Market, the Grand Bazaar, and the Hammam.
In the literature, various perspectives have been applied to the study
of religious tourism. Turner (1973) for example, was the first researcher to
use sociological–anthropological approach in studying the balance between
tourism and pilgrimage. Nolan and Nolan (1992) were the first to use the
geographical approach. Smith, (1992) used the socioeconomic perspective
to examine impacts of religious tourism while Uriely et al. (2003) were
among the earliest researchers studying local residents perception on reli-
gious tourism. This study is different because it looks at devotees’ perception
on religious tourism in order to improve the management of a religious
tourism destination.
In the traditional sense of the word, religious ceremony symbolizes
the relationship between nature, god, and the society. But increasingly,
religious ceremony has become an attraction that spurs faith-based travel.
Increasingly, faith-based travel is turning into a booming business. In Mecca,
for example, travel and tourism agents have long profited from assisting
and managing the hundreds of thousands of pilgrims who visit the holy
land on an annual basis. It is projected that there will be approximately 10
million international tourist arrivals to Mecca in 2011, spending about 7.8
billion dollars on hotels and restaurants alone (Economist Intelligence Unit
in Zawya, n.d.).
Religious tourism has expanded into an integral part of regular tourism
as people seek to enjoy their travel even though their main travel intention is
spirituality. As noted by Kevin Wright, religious tour director of Globus Tours
(in Cogswell, 2006), what most people are experiencing and wanting now is
a balance between traditional sightseeing and faith-based travel. They want
to experience some nice Italian meals while visiting the Vatican in Italy; they
may choose to raft on the Colorado River, not only to describe nature from
a creationist perspective, but also to enjoy the experience; do a grand tour
of Central America in the name of volunteer mission; or engage in shopping
after performing the Hajj.
In fact, according to a Mintel report in 2005, drive from consumers
for more authentic experience, such as immersing themselves in the spiri-
tual and cultural traditions associated with specific religions and pilgrimage
sites, is one of the key forces beside faith that drive the growth of religion





































public culture in situ has been proposed by Englehardt (2007) as one of
the key ways to provide authentic rather than “staged” or “reconstructed”
experience. This can be done in several ways; through direct participation
of visitors in public events and festivals; through establishing restaurants
serving ethnic delicacies; through virtual reconstructions such as museums
and interpretive centers; as well as through staged performances specifically
designed to be staged for a discerning audience (Englehardt, 2007).
Kamil (2000) argues that the people who make their way to a religious
tourism destination want to share a religious experience. The point of their
visit is not to view, but to participate; to live the past in the present and not
be limited to just sightseeing and picture-taking. As Kamil stresses (p. 4):
What makes it come alive is participation; to mingle amidst those
engaged in worship: the act of bowing, crossing oneself, touching an
icon, or as on the occasion when I chanced to be at the church during a
mass baptism, see white-clad babies with golden crowns blessed by the
bishop in full ecclesiastical regalia. To be a witness to the faith, simplicity
and unity of religion; this is what religious tourism should be about.
Indeed, faith-based travel is fast becoming a money-spinner for many
tour and travel operators. While there is nothing wrong with making money
out of religious tourism, it is argued here that the excitement of making
profit should not be allowed to overshadow the traditional role of religious
ceremony to promote spiritual healing and piety. George’s (2004) theory
on the effect of commodification, and Englehardt’s emphasis on the value
of authenticity in cultural tourism, should be used as a guide in offering
religious events and ceremonies as tourism products. There is a need to
understand the significance of a religious event in its followers in order to
maintain the real purpose of religious travel and tourism. It will help tourism
planners and decision makers to “keep it real” and not be tempted to over-
commercialize the products and services associated with religious tourism.
This article uses qualitative data, personal observation, and secondary
data, to study the significance of Thaipusam in influencing Hindu people’s
journeying. Specifically, it looks at the meaning of Thaipusam to its devo-
tees, intrinsic and extrinsic motivations for choosing Batu Caves for fulfilling
their vows (which essentially boost domestic travel as they would congregate
from all over Malaysia just to celebrate the 7 days celebration), the problem
that exists, and how these problems may be mitigated to ensure a better reli-
gious tourism for them. In doing so, it explores the Thaipusam phenomenon
in details, explaining the existing situation of religious tourism in Batu Caves
and what should be done to ensure a sustained religious tourism.
Religious Tourism in Malaysia
One of the most diverse cultural resources can be found in the Asia Pacific.




































Balancing Tourism and Religious Experience 445
form of historical monuments such as Ankor Wat, Borobudur, and the lesser
known Lembah Bujang as well as a plethora of religious and cultural mix.
This is also where major religions—Buddhism, Hinduism, and many minor
ones, were born (World Heritage Report, 2004). Asia Pacific undoubtedly
forms an extremely attractive and diversified tourism product, which has
something to offer to tourists from all walks of life.
Like the rest of Asia Pacific, Malaysia is also rich in unique and exotic
cultural resources and celebrations. Its people enjoy numerous cultural and
religious celebrations. Lifestyles are conveyed through religions, festivals,
costumes, cuisines, arts and crafts, architecture, music, and dance. This gives
the country the edge in relation to offering cultural and religious celebrations
as tourism products.
One of the most famous resources is Batu Caves, glorified as a result of
a unique religious celebration called Thaipusam. Thaipusam was first cele-
brated in 1888 after the temple founder, Mr. Kayaroganam Pillai, dreamed of
being requested by God Sakti to build a shrine for her son Murukan on top
of the Bukit Batu. This led to the building of wooden staircases to the tem-
ple, which were replaced with concrete in 1939 to accommodate increasing
number of visitors. The hill was gazetted by the British for public recreation
in 1930.
Thaipusam, a day of penance and thanksgiving for Hindu devotees, is
held in honour of Lord Muruga or Lord Subramaniam (Belle, 2005). Although
Thaipusam is also observed in many other centres including Penang, Ipoh,
Johor Bharu, Sungai Petani, Muar, Maran, and increasingly among the small
Indian communities stationed in the major East Malaysian cities, the festival
is best experienced in Kuala Lumpur where the deity’s jeweled chariot is led
in a mass procession through the streets of the city, culminating at the Batu
Caves in Selangor. Consequently, Batu Caves, located in Gombak district and
only 15 km north of Kuala Lumpur, is said to be the most popular tourist
destination in Selangor. It has never ceased to attract both local and foreign
visitors as a constant stream of tourist buses arrives daily, either to witness
the procession of Thaipusam or to marvel at the uniqueness of the temple
inside the cave. International visitors come from the United Kingdom, United
States, Australia, and other European countries.
Thaipusam
The intensity of the Thaipusam celebration is well known in the Malaysian
tourism industry. During the Thaipusam festival, a large number of Hindu
devotees (1 million in 2009 according to www.whatsonwhen.com) from
all over Malaysia would choose to gather at Batu Caves to climb up its
272 steps and pray at it majestic temple. Thaipusam is a religious festival
that occurs in the Hindu month of Thai, usually around the last week of
January or the first week of February (Belle, 2005). Although Thaipusam





































regional Indian background, but also Sikhs, members of Malaysia’s miniscule
Sinhalese community, and Chinese devotees (Ramachandran, 1994). During
this time Hindus pay annual homage to Lord Muruga, making offerings and
asking for the Lord’s forgiveness and blessings. The highlight of this celebra-
tion is the kavadi procession up the 272 steps up jagged face of a limestone
crop to the three main caves. The activity demonstrates what Luchman and
Nakagoshi (2006) refer to as the long developed interrelationship between
human and nature that explains the use of nature (in this case a cave within
a limestone hill) as a site of religious–traditional value.
The Significance of Thaipusam in Motivating Domestic Travel Among
the Malaysian Indian Community
Kamil’s (2000) analysis that religious tourism should be about sharing a reli-
gious experience is a correct and important one. Religious tourism should
be about participating, mingling, and to become a witness to the faith in a
simple but united way. However, a religious tourism that has become too
big and too exposed to the outside world may run the risk of commodi-
fication, and could lose its authenticity and uniqueness. As George (2004)
found empirically, commodification of culture may eventually transform a
community. Traditional community may become weaker and finally disap-
pears, replaced by the emergence of a new culture. When this takes place, a
community’s effort towards preserving the authenticity of a cultural experi-
ence may be impeded. Thaipusam in Batu Caves, being the largest religious
gathering in Malaysia, may be exposed to such risk, unless a conscious effort
is made to understand the event from the perspective of the local devotees,
and what they think of what should be. This article highlights an attempt
at this. Specifically it looks at the role of Thaipusam in motivating domestic
travel among the Indian community. It is argued that understanding devo-
tees’ perspectives in religious tourism can help keep destination manager
and/or marketer become more “grounded” and balanced in their manage-
ment approach. As Weidenfeld et al. (2008) accurately pointed out, tourism
and religion should have a cohabitual or even complementary relationship
to enhance the tourist experience.
The method for collecting data on the perspective of local devotees was
through an open-ended-questions survey mailed to 250 randomly selected
addresses of parents of Indian students in University Utara Malaysia. The
survey questions were designed to seek information on the significance,
issues, or concerns as well as perspectives on how to improve their religious
(Thaipusam) experience in Batu Caves. The word significance in this study
is defined as the importance, the preference and the desire for improvement
of Thaipusam. As it is beyond the scope of this article to academically
dwell on the link of the aforementioned constructs, a simple but logical




































Balancing Tourism and Religious Experience 447
a synonym of the word significance is importance. When something
is important, it has a “superior worth” (Importance, n.d.), which merits
priority. In other words, we “prefer” it to take place under certain conditions
that we believe to be increasing the probability—or improving—a more
successful occurrence of it.
At the time of the open-ended questions survey, the population of
Indian students who are Hindus in University Utara Malaysia was approx-
imately 2,500. Hence, the study uses the mailing list of these students to
reach the students parents who are Hindu devotees and may be inclined to
travel to Batu Caves for Thaipusam. Following the “rule of thumb” of 10% of
the sample population, 250 was considered an adequate sample size. Of the
targeted sample, 190 completed survey answers were received back from
those who has fulfilled their vows at least once in Batu Caves in the last 3
years, and were used for this article.
The study adopts qualitative approach because according to Strauss
and Corbin (1990), a qualitative approach helps to discover the uniqueness
of each particular situation by explaining and understanding the context-
specific phenomenon through naturalistic, qualitative inquiry. Open-ended
questions were asked to solicit information such as (a) the real meaning and
importance of Thaipusam; (b) reasons for choosing Batu Caves as opposed
to other sacred sites for fulfilling their vows; (c) tourism related experiences
at the sacred site; (d) problems or disruptions to their religious experiences
and (e) suggestions for minimizing those problems and disruptions. The
themes that emerged are as follows, exemplified with direct quotations from
some of the respondents.
To understand the significance of Thaipusam, local devotees are asked
what Thaipusam really means to them. Respondents as a whole relate
Thaipusam to a day of joy, as it is a day Lord Muruga, a very important
deity in Hinduism, was born. The day gives an opportunity for “rebirth” of
oneself or “renewal” from past sins and misdemeanors because those who
seek forgiveness will be forgiven, subject to the level of “purification.”
Praying [during Thaipusam] can help make your wishes come true. I will
pray [during Thaipusam] for my children. I want them to be successful
in their exams.
The purification they went through involves a month-long ritual “cleans-
ing” process to prepare themselves in terms of endurance, during which
they deny themselves alcohol, tobacco, and sex and to do regular medita-
tion. They describe the 3-day procession, which begins by escorting a statue
of Lord Maruga from the Sri Maha Mariamman temple to the Caves, as an
“honor” to them, a chance to be closer to deity. The state of being in a
trance, and indulging in masochistic acts of self-mutilation, body piercing,





































It [the cleansing ritual] is an experience I would repeat again and again
to show God my love. When I am carrying kavadi I don’t feel any pain.
No word can describe how I feel.
To three quarters of the respondents, Thaipusam is a more impor-
tant celebration than Deepavali. This is in contrast to popular belief that
Deepavali is the main celebration for the Indian community in Malaysia.
However, there are those who believe that both festivals are of equal
importance, and not comparable as they are for different functions:
Thaipusam is more to God but we celebrate Deepavali for a hope for
good things and throw away the bad things. Thaipusam is more to reli-
gion. We cannot say which is important. Both have their own importance.
No. Because both of the festivals are different: Where Deepavali means
“festivals of lights” signifies the triumph of good over evil. We also take
oil bath, doing a lot of sweets, put oil lamps and also visit temples. This
festival signifies the victory of Lord Krishna over the demon, Ravana.
As a religious tourism destination, Batu Caves is not exempted from
competition because Thaipusam can be celebrated at temples located in sev-
eral states in Malaysia including Penang, Perak, and Melaka. In other words,
devotees have a choice of doing their rituals in any of the states. In the pres-
ence of competition, a tourism destination must posess unique attributes that
can draw tourists. Thus, the study sought understanding on why Batu Caves
is a preferred celebration destination for Thaipusam and why an overwhelm-
ing (and steadily growing) number of devotees flock to the site annually.
Among the themes that can be picked from the majority of respondents
include “cave uniqueness” and “temple magnificence,” which can be inter-
preted as their awe of the surroundings that possibly bring a greater feeling
of being close to their god. Other themes include “crowd” and “feeling
merry,” which can be interpreted as the feeling of merriment brought about
by the social surrounding and being part of a big gathering of devotees
which makes celebration in Batu Caves more exciting than in other sites. A
few excerpts indicating the aforementioned findings are the following:
There’s always a strange feeling of calm in me whenever I accompany
my [kavadi/ornate/milk jugs carrying] family members into the [huge
opening] of the cave.
The higher I climb the steps (up to the cave mouth) the closer I feel to
God . . . It’s tiring yes, but its all (rewarding) in the end.
My friends and families are all over Malaysia. Batu Caves is like a meeting
point for us. It’s exciting to travel because you know you will see familiar
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To tourists or devotees who are just accompanying their family members
make sacrifice to Lord Muruga, Thaipusam offers a remarkable sight of
thousands of followers in a trance-like state, carrying milk jugs, body-
piercing kavadis, or ornate frames (Belle, 2005). This phenomenon makes
Thaipusam in Batu Caves the biggest and most intense religious celebration
in Malaysia. In some cases the effect of the ongoing religious procession
were so powerful that some onlookers also experience spontaneous trance
states, manifested by screams, shouts, or wild dancing. Nonetheless, accord-
ing to Collins (1997) local devotees regard the trance state of onlookers as
superficial because they believe that only arul,(the trance-like state of the
followers carrying kavadis, ornate frames, and milk jugs in the procession) is
recognized as symbolic of the grace of the deity and is therefore sought and
desired throughout Thaipusam. Those spontaneous trance states is thought
of as representing the unwanted intrusion of disruptive lower deities, or even
malign spirits as those individuals have neither fasted nor purified them-
selves, accordingly (Collins, 1997). From tourism perspectives however, such
condition is argued to be heightening the peculiarity of the whole event.
Indirectly, this can add to tourists’ excitement as they marvel at the unique-
ness of the ceremony, the culture associated with it, and the natural land-
scape of Batu Caves. As Wendenfelt et al. (2008) put it, tourism and religious
experience should exist in complimentary and not competitive environment.
Wendenfelt et al. (2008) also emphasized that if religious tourism is to
have any spiritual meaning to tourists, it should combine a reverence for the
past with participation in the present. In other words, tourists experiencing
religious tourism should not have to have a less touristic experience simply
because they are fulfilling their sipiritual beliefs. For this reason, the study
seeks to understand if Thaipusam do allow the coexistence of both elements
by asking the respondents to elaborate if they can have ‘fun’ during their
visit to Batu Caves. Three quarter of the respondents agree, but define fun
as the happy feeling of “being with” family and fellow devotees. They also
attribute fun to the general feeling of “being able to seek purification” of
the soul, to not doing it alone, but with a “mass of other people” with
the same goal, and to the joy of buying ritual related products such as
flowers, et cetera. Here the seeking of happiness and joy, the uplifting of
spirit for being somewhere far from home, and the tendency to spend while
being away from home among the devotees and the onlookers of Thaipusam
celebration are actually similar to attributes of tourism in general. Examples
of quotes are as the following:
I do enjoy myself . . . being [in Batu Caves] with people I know . . . I
[carry] kavadi sometimes and there are always many people who will
help me [fix up the kavadi] and support me.
There are so many vendors [at Batu Caves] selling beautiful things. I





































Belle’s observation in 2005 on tourist behavior and tourist presence
was reinvestigated in this study. The majority of respondents regard tourist
behavior during Thaipusam as appropriate, which is similar to what Belle
(2005) concluded on tourist behavior:
I don’t mind [the tourists] looking at me. They are just looking. It’s ok.
Their faces are funny though—they look really scared!!
So far I have no problems with [onlookers]. When I am in the moment
all I think about is God and that He accepts [my sacrifice].
On the other hand, in terms of tourist presence what emerged was a
general discontent on overcrowding. They blamed tour operators for being
inconsiderate about the holiness of the event when deciding to bring tourists
to Batu Caves.
Every year more [tourists] come. They come, take pictures, that’s it.
I’d like them to show more respect . . . I mean show that they care . . .
and not wear and behave like they are in a pub or something . . .
smoking, shouting.
[Batu Caves] has been so crowded lately . . . [tourist] buses, cars . . . we
have parking problem. They should put more parking [spaces] if they
want to allow more people!
[Tour operators] just want to make money . . . I don’t think they really
care [about Thaipusam] . . . that’s not what they want to do.
The aforementioned observation of tour operators approach in Batu
Caves can be interpreted as “business as usual” with scant regard for cultural
or spiritual value of religious tourism. Tourists’ negative behaviors such as
improper dressing, smoking, drinking alcohol, and making loud interruptive
noises within the shrines’ vicinity (as indicated by some respondents) are
indicative of a lack of tendency by some tour operators to nurture a more
caring and respectful tourist behavior. The intrusions of mass tourism have
long been a matter of deep concern to many Hindus because they regard
Batu Caves as a sacred site, which must be protected in terms of ritual purity
and from pollution (Wan Hashim, 1983).
These negative aspects only illustrate further what many authors such
as Erb (2000) and Walker et al. (2000) have known all along; that while
tourism growth lead to economic benefits, it also brings social and ecological
impacts. Clearly, the intrusion of mass tourism must be properly miti-




































Balancing Tourism and Religious Experience 451
resources of the host nation, and is certainly prone to affect cultural ones,
too. Such is the case with Egypt (see Weeks et al., 2006) which has sent the
Egyptian authorities scrambling for solutions to deal with the problem.
Fortunately, Malaysian authorities strongly oppose the “human zoo”
approach to tourism, and have taken steps to ensure that the cultural
integrity of religions and belief systems are respected. Attempts by tourism
companies to promote Thaipusam as a “gape and wonder” spectacle have
been discouraged by the Malaysian authorities (Said, in Khan et. al, 1992).
This is in contrast to Singapore where a series of advertisements released
by the Singapore Tourist authorities in 1984/85 promoted Thaipusam as an
“extraordinary spectacle” (Saturday Travel Section in Belle, 2005).
In other words, Batu Caves and the Thaipusam celebrations have been
saved from enduring typical problems of heritage tourism such as what
Englehardt (2007) refered to as the commercialization of the host culture that
transforms the “product” into an easily comprehended commodity for the
quick consumption of a large number of tourists. In contrast to places like
Toraja, Indonesia, for example, where sacred funeral services were being
adapted to meet tourists’ needs; religious rituals and ethnic rites in Batu
Caves have not been reduced and sanitized to conform to tourist expecta-
tions and schedules. This demonstrates the typical problem of contemporary
culture tourism. On one hand, tourists increasingly seek exotic and unique
cultural spectacles and experiences at any cost. On the other hand, tourism
can degrade local culture and even reinvent it to fit the needs of the industry.
As a result, host communities find culture and tradition under threat from
the purchasing power of the tourism industry. Instead of getting rich and
authentic cultural experiences, tourists get staged authenticity (Englehardt,
2007; Sofield, 2000).
Regarding how to improve the negative aspects of Thaipusam, most
suggestions address the issue of crowding. These suggestions can be themed
as regulate, more parking spaces, and divert tourists to other Thaipusam
religious site:
[Relevant authorities] must regulate . . . otherwise they park randomly
alongside the road . . . it’s such a hassle for [devotees] because we have
to walk a long way to the site.
I think the government really try [sic] but I don’t know why the numbers
keep increasing.
May be they [tour operators] should not concentrate on Batu Caves only.
We have Thaipusam at other sites, also.
In any case, Thaipusam cannot be closed to tourism because travel for
purposes of religion, health, education, and cultural or linguistic exchange





































From the economic point of view, the Indian community is generally still
far behind compared to other ethnic communities in the country. Therefore,
tourism during Thaipusam (albeit in a more controlled and properly man-
aged form) presents viable opportunities for local economic development.
As has been found elsewhere (see Deloitte & Touche, 1999; Ashley, Roe, &
Goodwin 200l), tourism does have some advantages over other sectors for
delivering pro-poor growth such as opportunity for local access to markets
for other goods and services as well as potential for linkage between tourism
with other economic sectors such as agriculture and fisheries to create initial
demand for a good or service that can then itself become a growth sector.
Another advantage is that tourism provides relatively labor-intensive oppor-
tunities more so than manufacturing and nonagricultural production and can
be built on natural resources and culture, which are assets that some of the
poor have.
At the same time, too much reliance on international tourism is not the
answer. International tourism operates in a market economy and it is very
much influenced by international market forces. Whenever new destinations
emerge with cheaper and more attractive offerings, others will struggle to
remain competitive and some will decline. Tour operators will respond to
these new opportunities and will switch operations to the more competi-
tively priced destination. Thus, product that is not unique or fail to retain
its attractiveness will loose out. Such may not be the case for Thaipusam in
Batu Caves now, but its status as a tourism product offered to international
tourists still exposes it to such risk.
For the aforementioned reasons, it is important to rely also on domes-
tic tourism—in this case tourism related activities of devotees—to develop
pro-poor growth. Domestic tourism is more dependable because countries
with significant domestic and regional tourism industries tend to suffer less
from problems such as political instability and security concerns (as they
have more knowledge on what really goes on in the country, and therefore
are less prone to baseless news that could trigger fear for travel). Domestic
tourism can also cushion the impact of low arrival of international tourists
during low season. This has been proven in the case of Batu Caves, when the
Thaipusam ceremony was celebrated as normal in 1998 even as the country
experienced the worse economic and tourism downturn in its history (Zuko,
n.d.). Granted, domestic tourism by itself does not increase the gross domes-
tic production or employment. But in the case of Thaipusam in Batu Caves,
the excitement and joy that come from this unique cultural phenomenon has
indirectly drawn international tourists to come and witness it. The point here
is that, if a cultural heritage is successful in drawing domestic tourists, it will
also be able to draw international tourists and spin the economy. However,
care is needed to ensure that rituals are kept authentic and followers can
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CONCLUSION
Guided by George’s (2004) theory on the effect of commodification, as
well as Englehardt’s (2007) and Kamil’s (2000) emphasis on the value of
authenticity in cultural tourism, this article have looked at the issue of com-
modification of culture within the specific context of Thaipusam celebration
in Batu Caves, Selangor, Malaysia. To illustrate its main premise that the
excitement of making tourism profit should not be allowed to overshadow
the traditional role of religious ceremony, the article presented local devo-
tees’ perspectives on the significance of the Thaipusam, problems that may
exists and ways to reduce the problems. The findings indicate that to local
devotees, Thaipusam is an important event that brings them together as a
community and brings them closer to God. They find fulfilling their religious
call in Batu Caves to be more special, due to the temple’s size and unique-
ness, as well as the bigger number of devotees there. Devotees do enjoy
their experience which indicates that in Batu Caves, tourism and religious
experience do exist in complimentary and competitive environment (see
Wendenfelt et al., 2008). However, the same balance is not achieved when it
relates to the mass tourists as they bring about the problem of overcrowding.
The implication of the aforementioned findings is that offering religious
events and ceremonies as tourism products must be guided by a sense of
understanding about the real purpose of the event. Understanding a reli-
gious event from the perspective of devotees can help tourism planners
and decision makers to keep it real, to nurture what is important (in this
case the togetherness of a community and their closeness to god) and not
be tempted to overcommercialize the products and services associated with
religious tourism.
Granted, these findings may be subjected to bias in sampling because
the data involve only those in the list of parents of UUM students who
are Hindus. Thus, future research on the topic would benefit from a bigger
sample and better sampling frame such as the total population of Hindu
devotees in Malaysia.
Nonetheless, it is to have a sustained cultural tourism product, commod-
ification of the resource must be avoided so as to preserve its authenticity
(George, 2004; Englehardt, 2007). Cultural heritage sites may be exotic and
seductive attractions to tourists. But to a local or a believer, those sites are
more than just an attraction. They are places of worship, to be near God, to
show spiritual appreciation and to seek forgiveness. These attributes require
tourism to be limited, conducted respectfully and be managed carefully.
To reduce overcrowding of a religious site, as have been evident in the
case of Batu Caves, developing a niche market for religious tourism may
be a way to mitigate potential negative impacts of religious tourism. As has





































such as Batu Caves to disrespectful tourists who may not even be interested
in religious tourism in the first place.
The sanctity of a religious tourism product to its devotees warrants a
more sensitive approach from destination marketing organization. Among
required policy would be enhancing tour operators’ sensitivity and respect
for such product in terms of culture, as well as ecology. This is to reduce
problems such as overcrowding and disruptive behaviors of tourists as found
in this study.
In addition, since tourism thrives on novelty and uniqueness, a religious
tourism destination must maintain its uniqueness. Kamil (2000) points out
that seldom-exposed authentic activities are an interest of tourists to enjoy
and experience. Luchman and Nakagoshi (2006) add to this the importance
of promoting experience that is based on religious spirits interest if we were
to balance nature conservation and tourism development.
Therefore the key is not to shut local rituals from tourism, but to ensure
its sustainability through proper care. Ensuring sustainability in this context
can be accomplished by:
1. Managing against overcommercialization of a religious tourism resource;
2. Keeping rituals authentic;
3. Educating onlookers on the “do’s” and “don’ts” of a particular religious
ceremony and encouraging a sense of respect; and
4. Encouraging donations or pledges to generate money to help support the
continuity of the rituals.
In sum, a religious tourism product such as Thaipusam in Batu Caves
must be preserved as both a sacred activity and as an attractive tourism
activity. It should not be allowed to lose its authentic appeal through
commodification process that comes naturally with too much tourism. It
must be preserved first and foremost for the devotees, by understanding
TABLE 1 Tourist Arrivals and Receipts to Malaysia
Year Arrivals (million) Receipts (RM millions)
1995 7.46 9, 174.9
1996 7.14 10, 354.1
1997 6.21 9, 699.6
1998 5.55 8, 580.4
1999 7.93 12, 321.3
2000 10.22 17, 335.4
2001 12.78 24, 221.5
2002 13.29 25, 781.1
2003 10.58 21, 291.1
2004 15.70 29, 651.4
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and respecting the significance of the site to them. Their religious experi-
ence should be enhanced by minimimizing problems and ensuring balance
between their experience, and tourism activities that takes place in and
around the site. A more grounded and balanced management approach
will not only help ensure natural and cultural sustainability of a religious site
and but also maintain tourism activity at a healthy level. In such a way, we
could, in the end, have a win-win situation.
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